Our weekly community profile 





March 24,1990 


Peshtigo offers more than history 


Rural life a lure 
for big-city folks 

By Gary Dodge 

Press-Gazette 

PESHTIGO — Part-time crossing 
guard Terry Guay knows there’s more to 
Peshtigo than the tragic 1871 fire that 
killed hundreds of people. 

”1 probably know most of the people in 
town. 1 know quite a few of the kids," 
Guay said recently while helping people 
cross the street. 

Guay, 45, has worked rhe five-corner in¬ 
tersection of French Street, Emery and 
Oconto avenues for 15 years. He waves at 
a trucker from Crivitz and other motor¬ 
ists as they drive through the intersec¬ 
tion. 

Employed by the Peshtigo Police De¬ 
partment, Guay’s primary responsibility 
is to help children cross the city’s busiest 
intersection. Guay is at the corner every 
morning, noon and afternoon. 

Guay is active in this Marinette Coun- 

_ ty city of 3,141. 

Press-Gazette photos He owns a 

by Ken Wesely tourism infor- 

- mation booth, 

is a local photographer and is a sports 
correspondent and newspaper delivery- 
man for the Green Bay Press-Gazette. 

The friendliness of the community also 
has attracted people from bigger cities, 
and rental units are hard to find, he said. 

"1 heard a number of people are coming 
up here from the big cities to get away 
from the hustle and hustle. There's more 
solitude than in Chicago.” Guay said. 

It was the rural life and small-town at¬ 
mosphere that attracted Mike Strebel, 
Peshtigo High School athletic director, 
here 25 years ago from Ashland. 

Most activities revolve around the 
school, Strebel, 50, said. The school is 
open practically every day during the 
school year. 

People also enjoy the closeness to the 
forests and streams where they can fish 
and hunt, Guay said. 

Some residents get upset about the sul¬ 
fur dioxide emissions from the Badger Pa¬ 
per Mill, the city's largest employer. But 
for the most part, the emissions are over¬ 
looked, Guay said. 

"It’s been kind of the lifeblood of Pesh¬ 
tigo,” he said. "When they let off the sul¬ 
fur we call it 'Peshtigo gold.' ” 

Peshtigo has other industries, includ¬ 
ing those tied to logging and tourism. 

The city’s main tourist attraction is the 



Fire memorabilia: Stella Van Bogart, head curator of ing that serves as Peshtigo s main tourist attraction, 

the Peshtigo Fire Museum, stands outside the build- Exhibits there recount the famous 1871 fire. 


she said. 

The Sunday of the fire, townsfolk went 
to church and prayed for rain, she said. 
Peshtigo had wooden sidewalks and saw¬ 
dust streets. 

"That night there was a storm, like a 
tornado, and within an hour the city was 
gone,” Van Bogart said. The strong winds 
caused the fire to spread quickly. 

"People tried to make the river. Some 
people committed suicide and women’s 
hair caught on fire,” she said. 

In the end, 800 people in the city were 
killed. But in total, the fire claimed more 
than 1,200 people in Northeastern Wis¬ 
consin from Oconto to Birch Creek, Mich. 
About 2,000 residents lived in the region, 
she said. 

The museum opens the weekend before 
Memorial Day and closes on the fire’s an¬ 
niversary. There also is the Peshtigo Fire 
Cemetery where victims are buried. 

Please see Peshtigo/B-2 



Peshtigo Fire Museum, which recounts 
the Oct. 8. 1871 fire that historians de¬ 
scribe as the world’s most disastrous 
fire.” 

The head curator of the Peshtigo Fire 
Museum said her grandparents survived 
the fire, but she remembers they rarely 
talked about their experiences. 

Stella Van Bogart, 85, said her grand¬ 
parents kept themselves and their three 


The Peshtigo file 

□ Population: 3,141. (1988 estimate 
in Wisconsin Blue Book). 

□ City Incorporation: 1903 

□ Police and fire protection: Five- 
member police department and vol¬ 
unteer fire department. 

□ School enrollment: 965. kinder¬ 
garten through grade 12. 


children alive by dropping blankets in the 
Peshtigo River and covering themselves 
with the wet cloth. The family lived on 
the bank of the river. 

A mural in the museum depicts that 
day’s fire, said Van Bogart, head curator 
since 1970. 

The summer of 1871 was unusually dry, 
and farmers and railroad builders were 
clearing land and building brush fires, 
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□ Peshtigo 

The fire lingers in the minds of 
many folks. Most Peshtigo chil¬ 
dren are able to provide an accu¬ 
rate account of the fire, Van Bo¬ 
gart said. 

People still get cautious during 
dry spells, including the drought in 
1988, she said. 

"We've had some springs when 
it was very dry and I remember 
when they would gather as many 
people as they could to get around 
in the woods and fight down these 
fires because that could happen 
again,” Van Bogart said. 


■ Next week: Carlsville in Door 
County 




